Introduction
There are few texts that have become foundational in the literary and cultural traditions of Asia. They may have originated in a particular region at one point in ancient history, but through political infiltration, trade, and the spread of religion, these texts have entered and become incorporated into the cultural imaginations of the different regions throughout the continent. They are altered to become aligned to specific environments and audiences. And their influence continues unabated even into the twenty-first century. For example, the Indian epic The Ramayana of Valmiki (possibly fourth century b.c.) is also an integral part of Southeast Asian literature today. Wu Cheng-en's Journey to the West (sixteenth century) is an epic novel familiar throughout the Chinese diaspora, while Tales from the Arabian Nights (consolidated by the fifteenth century, with some tales dating to as early as the tenth century) remains the representative narrative of the Middle East. Interestingly, a fundamental feature in all these texts is the predominance of monsters.
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The aim of this chapter is to consider the typology, functions, and transformations of monsters in the literary traditions of Asia. The three texts mentioned earlier occupy much of my discussion, but I will also look at folk-and morality tales to supplement my analysis. These tales provide a glimpse into the richness of the monster's signifying properties, often in ironic and paradoxical ways. I begin my foray into monsters in the literary traditions of Asia by discussing the extent to which Asian literatures treat monsters rather differently from their Western counterparts. If Western narratives tend to construct the monster via a binary logic that subscribes it to a dangerous alterity that must, at best, be rehabilitated, or otherwise annihilated, Asian literatures, with their encompassing worldviews, are more nuanced in their treatment of monsters. In fact, monsters in Asian narratives are rarely evil in an absolute sense, and they become transgressive usually either because of their refusal to comply with their allotted responsibilities as prescribed by the dominant structuring order (almost always religion) or because they harbor forbidden desires. In fact, Asian literatures often distinguish an evil monster by identifying it as a demon. This pattern seems consistent throughout the continent, whatever the literary traditions may be. It is this transition to the demonic that marks the monster's divergence from its predetermined place and function in the order of things. It is quite clear, therefore, that monsters are not a menace to, but form part of, religio-ideological structures. In fact, as I will demonstrate in my discussion of various narratives, the monster is sometimes the principal instrument necessary to reinforce these structures. Monsters in Asian literary traditions play varied functions, and as such, possess a wider significance than those of the West. Reading selected Asian narratives against the religio-ideological traditions from which they are derived and juxtaposing their monsters against Western perspectives of monstrosity, I demonstrate in the first part of this chapter how Asian monsters are more representative of what the term "monster," as implied in its Latin root, means: an "omen from God." 2 One abiding characteristic of any monster is its paradoxical quality. Despite its alterity, the monster is also often an intimate stranger, whose proximity to "us" at once problematizes our notions of humanness and allegiance. If the monster is so much like "us," then what ultimately guarantees our difference from it? Moreover, if difference, as Deleuze asserts, is merely a "disguise" affected by the symbolic to reinforce repetition, sameness, and the self-same, then the monster, rather than the other, is actually a continuum or an extension of the self. The monster, following this view, is therefore not a "variation" that "come[s] from without," but a "differential [mechanism] which belong[s] to the essence and origin of that which is repeated." 3 In other words, rather than external to the status quo, monsters are actually produced by it, but in a way that also guarantees their otherness and danger to the status quo. Yet, monsters are ambiguous; even while they submit to the ideological status quo, they are also subtly subverting it. They are paradoxes that can simultaneously conform to and undermine the meanings imposed upon them at any given sociocultural and/or historical moment. The second part of my chapter discusses how monsters represent such a paradox by analyzing a tale from Arabian Nights and the short story "A Dream of Wolves," by the seventeenth-century master of macabre Chinese tales, Pu Songling. In the case of the latter, I further demonstrate how monstrosity is not merely a content of the story, but is, through formal techniques of self-reflexivity, the story itself.
The third part of my chapter wrestles with a conundrum: how is it that Asian writings today, despite their rich traditions in monster narratives, have made almost no significant innovations to these traditions? While ghost stories are currently undergoing a significant revival throughout Asia, most obviously in films that have gained international and critical acclaim, little has been done to promote the return of monsters apart from a few disparate works, such as the Godzilla films of Japan. One may argue that this is not necessarily the case, for many Asian films also feature beings that exhibit monstrous qualities. Yet such creatures are often more aligned with ghosts rather than monsters in any clear sense, as exemplified in the so-called monsters popular in contemporary Southeast Asian horror films. While it is arguable that creatures like the pontianak, the kuntilanak, and the pocong can be called monsters, the local term in Malaysia and Indonesia, for example, is the generic hantu, which means ghost. Undoubtedly, the historical developments experienced throughout the continent in the last century, although very different from country to country, have one thing in common: they have induced an effacement of monster texts from their cultural imaginary. Whether it is colonialism, aggressive Islamization, or Communism, these sociopolitical mechanisms have dealt a terrific blow to monsters in Asian literature. It is only recently that monster narratives have witnessed a return to Asia. I conclude this chapter by considering the handful of contemporary Asian narratives that feature monsters in prominent ways: Salman Rushdie's Shame (1983) and Ma Jian's novel Beijing Coma (2008) . Like their literary predecessors, these texts continue to deploy monsters for "cultural work" 4 and retain their most powerful qualities-as paradox and ambiguity-to do this.
